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EDWARDIAN LIBERALISM
w
hen Campbell-Bannerman became liberal leader in the
commons at the end of 1898, he was not a favourite with
the ardent spirits of his party. He had no notable platform gifts,
being probably the least fluent speaker who has ever come to
lead the house of commons. He seemed no more than an elderly,
very canny, and very wealthy Scot, who was well-liked by his
associates, and had earned a G.C.B. by useful departmental
work* The particular sphere in which he had passed nearly all
his time as a minister—the war office—was the least popular with
his fellow liberals. Inverting Bismarck's perhaps apocryphal
gibe about Lord Salisbury, they defined their task in 1899 as
convincing the country cthat C.-B. is iron painted to look like a
lath5. That he so looked, needed no argument.
Seven years later when he became prime minister, his stand-
ing had completely altered. His name was now the watchword
of the radicals and the young. It was his nature, as it had been
Gladstone's, to move persistently to the left. Moreover his count-
less trials as leader in opposition had brought to view some quali-
ties which none of his rivals possessed in an equal degree—
shrewdness, steadfast will, directness of purpose, and unselfish de-
votion to his party's cause. Opinion had grown, enot only that he
deserved the highest place by patient endurance and long service,
but that he was the man who on the merits of his character and
performance could most wisely and safely be entrusted with it'.1
Till the election was held, no one knew how it would turn out;
and to rally round his banner as many free trade voters as pos-
sible, the radically-minded premier gave the more conservative
section of his party a decidedly larger share in the cabinet than
they subsequently obtained in the parliamentary majority. His
only serious hitch was over the foreign office, which Grey refused
to take unless the premier himself went to the lords and allowed
Asquith to lead the commons. Had this been a joint demand by
Asquith, Grey, and Haldane, it would have been hard to resist,
for the king favoured it, and so (though this was not known) did
the Vienna specialist under whose medical care Campbell-
Bannerman came annually at Marienbad. But Asquith had
1 J. A. Spender, Life of Campbell-Bamerman (1923), ii. 186.

